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Leaving the Alps for the Plains:
A Brief Narrative of a
Swiss Family's Migration to Texas
by Barbara Ozun
Cows, cheese, Swiss Army knives, mountains, and beautiful lakes are
what people think of when they think Switzerland. Others talk about the
military and the fact that every man is allowed-not encouraged-to
own a gun and regularly shoot it at targets ... Still others marvel that
a country so small could function so well with four official languages.
Currently, cocktail party talk seems to center around the prescience of
Switzerland's decision not to be part of the Eurozane-that is, if the
person I am talking with can distinguish .Switzerland from Sweden! I am
often asked about Switzerland and how my family came to be in Fort
Worth, Texas. Below is my story-interwoven tightly with the story of
Switzerland.
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In 1978, my father Rudy, and mother Anne-Marie, sister Franziska,
brother Lukas, and I immigrated to the United States from Geneva,
Switzerland. My parents met at the University of Basel in the mid1960s, and moved to Geneva when my father was offered a position as
a Chef de Travaux, (research director of the general genetics lab) at the
University of Geneva. My father is a biology researcher specializing
in genetics and my mother is an electron-microscopist. It was assumed
that the position would eventually transition into a full-fledged professorship, since he both lectured and taught labs in embryology.
About 1976, however, the University of Geneva made it clear
that my father's position would be limited to a five-year post, effective
retroactively. With limited, assistant professorships available, and the
leading candidate being the director's wife, my father had to find a new
position somewhere else. Eventually a position was secured in Fort
Worth, Texas; this is how we came to the United States. 1
The decision to move out of Switzerland for science is fairly routine. Many international students and professors come to American universities to further their research or continue their studies. The Swiss
people have a tradition of this as well. This trend is not new, nor is it
confined to upper level academia. Rather, the group of Swiss Expats,
known as the Ausland Schweizer, is often referred to as the fifth Switzerland. The country is simply too small and is too well educated for all
Swiss to remain in Switzerland. Historically, about 10% of the Swiss
population live outside Switzerland whether on a temporary or permanent basis. (Office 2011) 2
The most famous, and most successful group of Swiss expats is the
mercenaries of the 16th through 19th centuries. Swiss mercenary soldiers
fought for multiple courts of Europe and brought Switzerland quite a
bit of money. Upon their return, new ideas learned during their service
abroad were introduced by these soldiers. Knowledge of the Renaissance in Italy, or the ways of Bourbon courts in France and Spain are
just a few. For centuries, the Swiss were known as the best fighters in
the world. 3
1

http://geowww.geo.tcu.edu/brunbook/author.html, accessed Dec. 30, 2011.
http://www.bfs.ad min .ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/01 /02/blank/dos/le_portrait
_demographique/introduction.html, accessed Dec. 31, 2011
3
Georg Tourer, Free and Swiss, the story of Switzerland (University of Miami
Press: Miami, Fl., 1971), pp. 68-72.
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Despite our relocation to the United States, my family returned
frequently to Switzerland on a regular basis. It was on these trips that I
learned more of the mercenary soldiers. We visited the Lion's memorial
in my father's hometown of Luzern. The impressive carving of a dying lion in a rock commemorates the massacre of 600 Swiss mercenary
officers and soldiers who died during the siege of the Palais des Tuilleries defending the king of France at the beginning of the French Revolution .4
Although the Swiss outlawed mercenary work as illegal in the
mid-19 th century, there are two elements of it that continued. Swiss citizens were allowed to enlist individually in a foreign army, thus ensuring
that the Swiss were involved in World War I. The only current Swiss
mercenaries are the 133 who serve as the Vatican's Swiss Guard.Amain
cause for the decline was that the growth of the Swiss industrial capacity produced more employment in Switzerland, diminishing the need to
sell their services on the international scene.5
The introduction of industrialization in Switzerland profoundly
affected the nation. The most visible change was the introduction of the
textile, watch, chocolate, and cheese industries in both rural and urban
settings.
The Swiss watch industry originally developed in my hometown of
Geneva. As Jean (John) Calvin's ideas spread, one belief directly affected the watchmakers. Jewelers felt it was safer to create pocket watches
than to try to continue their traditional jewelry trade after a Calvinist
ban on wearing of jewels. Jean Calvin, the founder of Calvinism, had
lasting impacts on Protestantism in general, but Presbyterianism and
Puritanism specifically. Furthermore, Calvin founded the University of
Geneva, and mentored William Whittingham, the author of the Geneva
Bible, the most used English Bible before the King James edition.6
The relocation to the Jura mountains by the watchmakers came
in the early 17th century, due to an overabundance of the tradesmen in
Geneva. It was in the mountains that further innovations were developed such as the perpetually winding watch, as well as the division of
4

http://lucerne.all-about-switzerland.info/lucerne-lion-monument-pictures-history.
html, accessed Dec. 30, 2011.
5
Thurer, Free and Swiss, pp. 138-139.
6
Adam Nicholson, "The Bible of King James," National Geographic Magazine
220 (Dec. 2011),pp.
36-37.
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labor to assemble watch parts.7 My mother's ancestors began producing
clock housings and assembled watch components in the rapidly growing watch industry that developed around La Chaux de Fonds. Other
women of the family augmented their income by putting together the
small springs that make up the inner workings of a mechanical watch.
For example, my great-aunt Jeanne began life as a governess to
an English family living in India. She returned home in the 1940s and
performed piece work for the watch industry to maintain an income.
Her brothers, Louis, Pierre, and Georges Ducommun left Switzerland
to seek their fortunes in all parts of the world. Pierre became a jeweler
in New York; Willie worked himself into owning a vanilla plantation in
Madagascar; and Georges left for South America never to be heard from
again.
The specialized watch industry led to innovations in all types of
industries-especially those that required precision and attention to
detail. Switzerland today is known for its high-tech machines, and its
pharmaceuticals-both of which require the combination of innovation,
attention to detail, and a reputation for high quality. Switzerland has 25
Nobel prizewinners, mainly in the fields of either science or medicine. 8
Many of these prize-winning scientists worked on their research outside
of Switzerland, sending their youth abroad, and then returning to the
country of their birth later in life. My Uncle Rolf, is one who did just
that. He spent his early professional years in Australia and then San
Diego and returned to Switzerland in time for my cousins to begin their
late grammar school years.
The textile industry was similarly important to keeping Swiss young
people in Switzerland-especially in the central and eastern parts of the
country. The first automated textile manufacturing began in St. Gallen
around 1800. Rather than using coal-powered steam engines, however,
Switzerland was able to use its fast moving rivers as the source of factory
power. Thus, industrialization spread rapidly and the textile industry was
largely mechanized by 1814.9 Much like the watch industry that sprang
up before it, the textile industry was situated in the mountains close to
7

http://www.tbs.ch/en/history.php.
Diccon Bewes, Swiss Watching: Inside Europe's Landlocked Island (Nicholas
Brealey Pub.: London, 2010), Kindle edition.
9
http://www.swissworld.org/en/history/the_federal_state/the_economy_industrialisation
8
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the workers. The rapid rivers provided power while the willing farmers
provided the labor. Plants and animals provided the dyes for the fabrics.
Again like the watch industry, the innovations learned during the textile
manufacturing process led to the modern Chemical/pharmaceutical and
the high tech, high precision machining industries.
My great-uncle on my father's side, Albert Brugger, patented
several textile innovations made especially for Rayon, the first synthetic
fabric which had just been newly formulated. 10 He and his brother, according to family lore, famously split the world in half and crisscrossed
the world selling their thread shuttles and spool clamping devices in the
early 20 th century. Although the sisters of the family (there were eight
children total) received no formal education or direct monetary benefit,
it certainly brought the boys quite a bit of money. I remember visiting
my great-uncle in a fabulous Italianate mansion dripping with views of
the Mediterranean and works of art on the southeastern French coastal
island of Cap Ferrat.
A tangible benefit for the Brugger girls was to marry well. My maternal grandmother married my maternal grandfather, Albert Brun. He
and his brothers owned the Brun Brothers construction company begun
by their father in 1911. Although the economic depression during and
after World War I hit Switzerland hard, and political strife was rampant,
the company survived to see not just the Second World War, but to benefit from the boom of the post war years." Although the company has
since diversified into real estate and split various branches of the company to accommodate an ever-expanding family, it is great to go back to
Switzerland and see the Brun name on the construction crane and traffic
cones around the Innerschweiz.
World War I and its aftermath were perhaps the worst time for
Switzerland, and witnessed the height of emigration. Swiss textile and
watch industries were hit hard, there were clear political and cultural
tensions between the German and the French side of Switzerland in
how to deal with Swiss neutrality, and there was essentially a class war
between the upper and lower classes, and between the city dwellers and
the country peasants.
10

Rayon Textile Monthly, p. 114. http://books.google.com/books?id=Ut0fAQAA
MAAJ&q=brugger,+albert+and+textiles&dq=brugger,+albert+and+textiles&hl=en&sa=
X&ei=OGb_ToqSL-KOsQLZ8lnAAQ&ved=OCDcQ6AEwAQ
11
http://www.brunbau.ch/mrn/Chronik
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That Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov Lenin was living first in Bern and
then in Zurich during the war did not help matters, as he did his best
to agitate radical forces. The general strike of November 1918 almost
erupted into a civil war, but luckily did not as the spirit of compromise
prevailed. 12 Nevertheless, the economic and political conditions served
as a post-war exodus for many young people-men in particular. Those
who remained had to be incredibly flexible and innovative, or simply
had to hunker down and survive. It is no surprise that the men of both
sides of the family (and one woman, my great-aunt the governess) chose
to leave the country to gain financial stability.
In 1978, my father, mother, sister, and brother followed in the footsteps of so many Swiss nationals. We packed our bags, put the furniture
onto a container ship, and flew to America. We have lived in the United States ever since. As such, I became not quite Swiss and not quite
American. Professionally and personally, I am definitely American and
even Texan. My best friends are here, my husband and children are, of
course,American, and I am perfectly happy teaching world history at an
American high school.
Yet, there is definitely a Swiss part of me that serves to amuse
and annoy my immediate family: I need to be on time; dinner must be
served at a table and eaten sometime between 6:00 and 6:30 p.m.; chocolate must be really good; and the cheese preferably "stinky;" exercise
is important, and walking up and down a mountain at break-neck speed
is a good thing. Many of these Swiss oddities fit nicely into the stereotype that others have of Switzerland. 13 My brother and sister and I love
the mountains and use any excuse to go skiing, hiking, or just gazing.
As such, we have become part of the annual spring break migration of
Texans to Colorado. My idea of a good summer vacation is a good hike
up a mountain path, followed by a wonderful picnic lunch.
Although I love the mountains of Colorado, especially in the
springtime when the skiing is easy and the weather is relatively warm,
there is something to be said about the Swiss hiking experience. The
ubiquitous Swiss mountain trains which seem to crisscross the countryside and ensure that you never have to retrace your steps on a hike
12

Jonathan Steinberg, Why Switzerland? (University of Cambridge Press: Cambridge, 1996), pp. 55-59.
13
Paul Belton, The Xenophobe Guide to the Swiss (Oval Books: London, 1999), pp.
26-29,
35.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/6
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unless you want to. The multitude of cog rails, gondolas, chair lifts,
post coaches, and funiculars really make for a fantastic way to view
the mountains. Of course, the mountain restaurants serving all kinds of
fabulous foods and drink- not to mention desserts such as our family
favorite the Meringue-make the Colorado mountains seem positively
primitive. This summer, for example, my husband, my children, and
I went to the Gornergrad glacier and were able to have fondue with a
magnificent view of the craggy mountains surrounding us.
This incredible accessibility comes in large part because of the
tourist industry that the Thomas Cook travel company started. The English middle class jumped at the chance to leave the industrial pollution
of England for the pristine mountains and lakes of Switzerland. This
led the ever-industrious Swiss to build railways everywhere. There is
not a mountaintop in the country that does not have some method of
transport up it. Of course, with easy access to the top, restaurateurs and
hoteliers could take advantage of the mountain vistas and the wonderful
air. Thus was born the fabulous combination of exercise, convenience,
and luxury. What better way to spend the day than to travel to a fantastic
location, walk a bit, and then take in a scrumptious meal with a wonderful view? It is all so convenient and luxurious, and good for you!
My maternal grandparents built a chalet in the mountains of the
Bernese Oberland, with a magnificent view of the Reichenbach Falls
on the opposite side of the valley. When we returned to Switzerland as
expats for the summer in the 1970s and the 1980s, it is to this chalet
that we went. My brother, sister, and I spent the summer watching the
farmers make hay, playing in the cow barns, learning about when cows
went up the mountains and when they came down, and even played
some Swiss folk music with the neighbor. He was a great big man who
had lots of big cowbells on his wall. He won these by winning wrestling competitions held in the summer. .(These competitions are called
Hosenlupf because the wrestlers wear baggy shorts over their farmer's
attire. The object is to pick your opponent up by these britches and flip
him over while keeping him inside a circle of saw dust.) There is even
a movie about this very old sport! 14
But I knew we were in a beautiful spot when as a sixth grader I read that my hero, Sherlock Holmes, had also come to visit the
14
Seeby
www.hoselupf-derfilm.ch
more information on the movie.
Published
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Reichenbach Falls, and had spent time in Meiringen, the little town
in the valley below the chalet. This was the place where the famous
Professor Moriarty finally caught up to Holmes. They chase each other
to the Reichenbach Falls and seem to fall to their deaths. In the typical
fashion of sequels, readers found out later that only Moriarty died. Of
course, Arthur Conan Doyle was mirroring the favored vacation destination of the English industrial class. Since the 1860s, tourism has been
one of Switzerland's most important industries. 15
The beauty of modern emigration is that there is hope of returning to your homeland, even for just a visit. Unlike times past, families
do not have to say good-bye forever. With the advent of the internet,
that has gotten even easier. Of course, it is still not exactly cheap to go
overseas for a vacation, but it is certainly doable-especially if relatives
offer places to stay.
My parents have returned to Switzerland and live there about half
of the year. They have returned to the town where they met-Baseland live in the quiet suburb of Rieben just down the street .from where
my Mom grew up. Because of that connection, my children and husband have had the unique opportunity to return to Switzerland and get
to know their homeland as well. (A relatively new Swiss law allows for
children of Swiss mothers to become Swiss citizens.) In the next couple
of years, we are hoping to have the children go to a German school in
Basel and perhaps even take advantage of a student exchange program
so that they can experience the life of a Swiss young person.
I will probably never return to Switzerland to live-my roots are
firmly planted in the United States and in Texas. I hope, however, to be
able to return to Switzerland more often and to appreciate my heritage.
Maybe I will be able to do some AP world history consulting with Swiss
schoolteachers. I am confident that my children will benefit from the internationality of our family and will find their place as culturally savvy
Americans who feel at home in the great big world.
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